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1. Introduction
Glioblastoma multiforme (GBM), the most malignant and frequent glioma, is a heterogene‐
ous tumor in which areas of different histological aspect,  aggressiveness, genetic expres‐
sion and regressive events coexist so that one region of the tumor is not representative of
the  entire  neoplasia.  The  consequences  of  the  heterogeneity  reflect  on  the  diagnostics,
prognostics  and  therapies.  As  a  matter  of  fact,  unguided  surgical  biopsies  can  lead  to
sampling error and to undergrade the tumor up to 30% of cases [1]. From the surgical, but
also prognostic and therapeutic point of view, it is of great importance to know in advance
the composition of the tumor and the biological significance of the different imaging aspects.
Neuro-imaging is the only and fundamental source of information for the neurosurgeon
and it has progressed today from the simple anatomic recognition of the tumor to that of
functional and metabolic significance of its different regions, contributing greatly to a better
approach  to  tumor  surgery,  prognosis  and  therapy.  The  detection  of  highly  malignant
regions and the definition of the tumor extent are crucial before the operation, when they
are the main concern of neurosurgeons.
GBM is composed, as it is universally known, of three zones: central necrosis, proliferation
and infiltration zones (Figures 1,2). Proliferation region is characterized by high indices of cell
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density, proliferation, mitoses, vessel density or angiogenesis and circumscribed necroses. In
the spectrum of the many aspects of the tumor, with the term disruption one indicates the
passage from the uniform and quiescent appearance of an astrocytoma to the rupture of the
structure, forms and dimensions of GBM (Figure 3A). Circumscribed necroses and angiogen‐
esis are the absolute features of GBM and their occurrence is needed for its recognition, because
they are direct signs of malignancy (Figures 3B,4A-C). Angiogenesis in gliomas represents the
intervened transformation, whereas it depends on the imbalance between the high prolifera‐
tion potential of tumor cells and the low reproduction capacity of endothelial cells [2]. When
the diagnosis has to be carried out on small tumor samples, as for example in stereotactic
biopsies, the diagnosis cannot be of certainty. When close to central necrosis, circumscribed
necroses merge with it. Infiltration zone represents the invasion into the brain of tumor cells
that acquire a particular phenotypic and molecular signature. It is not uniform along the tumor
borders and often it is so mild that it is hardly detectable, also histologically. Frequently, it is
discovered in histological sections only after counting the cells and this happens either when
it affects the white matter or the cortex, where tumor cells must be distinguished from normal
cells. In the latter, perineuronal satellitosis may be of help. Isolated tumor cells (ITCs) in the
normal nervous tissue make the problem of the tumor delimitation very hard. They cannot be
detected, of course, in the samples removed during intervention, but only in the study of the
brain at autopsy and they can be found very far from the tumor borders; the classic example
is the passage of normally looking corpus callosum by ITCs [3,4]. Regressive events are
frequent and include haemorrhages, large necroses, vascular thrombosis, etc and they con‐
tribute to the so-called disruption of the tissue.
Figure 1. Coronal section of a brain with GBM. The borders of the tumor show different nervous structures. H&E.
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Figure 2. Three zones can be recognized: central necrosis, proliferation, and infiltration zone. H&E, 25x.
Figure 3. A – Area of disrupture with high cell density, vessels of different size and edema dissociation of the tissue; B
– Circumscribed necrosis with pseudo-palisading in an area with high cell density (H&E, 100x) and area with a high
Ki-67/MIB.1 proliferation index (DAB, 100x).
Beside the classic T1 and T2 imaging of GBM, supplied by the anatomy based magnetic
resonance (MR), physiology-based MR imaging methods, namely diffusion-weighted imaging
(DWI), perfusion-weighted imaging (PWI) and proton MR spectroscopy imaging (MRSI),
together with the positron emission tomography (PET), which is highly correlated with the
degree of malignancy [5,6], improved the tumor characterization. Today, the advancement of
the knowledge in molecular biology and cell biology, associated with new surgical procedures,
radiation techniques and therapeutic possibilities ask the neuro-imaging to answer three main
questions: the identification in vivo of the tumor sites with the highest malignancy grade, the
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extension of tumor invasion and the sites where the capacity of the tumor to reproduce, to
recur and to resist therapies resides, i.e. where the so-called glioblastoma stem cells (GSCs) are
located.
Figure 4. A – High vessel density. Laminin, DAB, 100x; B – Neoformed vessels and endothelial buds. PAS, 200x; C –
Glomeruloid structure. α-sm-actin, DAB, 200x.
2. Physiology based MRI and PET
DWI rationale is to quantify the brownian movement of water protons within tissues that
depends on the complex interaction between the intracellular and extracellular compartments,
but also on cell density, cell membrane permeability and tissue structure. Water diffusivity
within the extracellular compartment is inversely related to cell size and cell number. The
greater the volume of the intracellular space and also the higher the cell density, the lower is
the water diffusivity in the extracellular space, resulting in a low apparent diffusion coefficient
(ADC), a measure of water diffusion. Diffusivity within tumors is heterogeneous due to
different tumor components, being reduced in areas with high cellular density and increased
in necrotic regions. Restricted ADC values in a tumor can also be related to ischemic changes,
haemorragic or calcific components.
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Although several reports have shown that glioma grade inversely correlates with intra-tumor
minimum ADC [7], reflecting the presence of areas with high cell density in high grade tumors
[8,9], the clinical significance of ADC measurement is limited as a consequence of the tissue
heterogeneity within a tumor and because of substantial overlap in ADC values among
different grades of glioma [10,11]. The range of ADC values within a given glioma, therefore,
can vary markedly [11] and there is no final confirmation that minimum ADC always correlates
with cell density.
PWI  is  used  to  measure  vascularization  and  perfusion  of  brain  lesions.  Different  PWI
techniques  are  available,  namely  dynamic  susceptibility  contrast  (DSC)  and  dynamic
contrast-enhanced (DCE), widely used in the clinical setting. DSC perfusion measures T2-
weighted  signal-intensity  loss  occurring  dynamically  over  a  bolus  injection  of  contrast
medium, from which relative cerebral blood volume (rCBV), a marker of tumor angiogen‐
esis, can be computed. DCE is a T1-weighted sequence that measures vascular permeabili‐
ty in tumors during a bolus injection of contrast medium; rCBV values are then calculated
from  DCE  data.  rCBV  values  have  shown  good  correlation  with  the  World  Health
Organization (WHO) tumor grading [12,13]; exceptions are represented by low-grade glial
neoplasms with oligodendroglial features and grade I pilocytic astrocytoma, that may have
markedly elevated rCBV (Figure 5).
Figure 5. A –T1C MRI; B – T2 MRI; C – Diffusion MRI; D – Perfusion MRI.
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Arterial spin-labeling (ASL) is a more recent perfusion technique that uses water of the blood
entering the brain as an endogenous tracer to evaluate perfusion. ASL is emerging as an
alternative to gadolinium based techniques in the evaluation of tumor perfusion.
MRSI is another advanced technique that provides metabolic information of the brain tissue.
The predominant metabolites are choline (Cho), N-acetylaspartate (NAA), creatine (Cr),
glutamate and glutamine (Glx), myo-inositol (MI) and lactate/lipids (LL). The Cho peak
contains contributions from several different choline-containing compounds, which are
involved in membrane synthesis and degradation; NAA is marker of neuronal integrity; Cr is
a marker of cellular energetics; MI is considered a glial cell marker; LL are markers of tissue
breakdown and anaerobic glycolysis. Glx is a complex peak from glutamate (Glu), glutamine
(Gln) and gamma-aminobutyric acid (GABA). Glu is an important excitatory neurotransmitter
and it also plays a role in the redox cycle. In brain tumors, as malignancy increases, NAA signal
decreases, as a consequence of loss, dysfunction or displacement of normal neurons, while
Cho levels increase as a consequence of rapid cell membrane turnover. Malignant tumors also
have reduced Cr due to high metabolic activity that depletes the energy stores; this is associated
to anaerobic glycolysis leading to the appearance of lactate. Necrotic portions of tumor show
the presence of lipid peaks. Elevated concentration of Gln can be found in high grade tumors.
Metabolite concentrations are usually expressed as ratios (i.e. Cho/Cr, Cho/NAA, NAA/Cr)
rather than as absolute concentrations.
Such spectra can be obtained using single voxel or multi-voxel 2D or 3D technique. Multi-voxel
spectroscopy is the best to detect infiltration of malignant cells beyond the enhancing margins
of tumors [14,15] (Figures 6,7).
Figure 6. Case CTO3. Correlation among histopathology, Ki-67/MIB.1 proliferation marker, MRSI, physiologic MRI and
PET values. Column 1 – ROIs on T1C MRI; Column 2 – Histopathology of a hyper-proliferating area and two areas dif‐
ferently infiltrated. H&E, 200x; Column 3 – Ki-67/MIB.1 proliferation index, DAB, 200x; Column 4 – MRSI values; Col‐
umn 5 – PET values.
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Figure 7. Case CTO5. Correlation among histopathology, Ki-67/MIB.1 proliferation marker, MRSI, physiologic MRI and
PET values. Column 1 – ROIs on T1C MRI; Column 2 – Histopathology of a hyper-proliferating area and two areas dif‐
ferently infiltrated. H&E, 200x; Column 3 – Ki-67/MIB.1 proliferation index, DAB, 200x; Column 4 – MRSI values; Col‐
umn 5 – PET values.
Diffusion tensor imaging (DTI) is an advanced MRI technique that describes the movement of
water molecules using two metrics, mean diffusivity (MD) and fractional anisotropy (FA), that
represent the magnitude and directionality of water diffusion, respectively. FA technique
measures the preferential direction of proton movement and varies among values between 0
(isotropic diffusion, i.e. random diffusion such as in brain gray matter) and 1 (anisotropic
diffusion, such as in brain white matter where proton diffusion is constrained along myelin
fibres). MD technique gives information on the whole diffusivity in the brain; the reduction of
nervous fibres results in an increased MD because of a higher degree of freedom of movement
of water molecules. The degree of anisotropy depends on many factors, such as fibre density
and diameter, myelin sheath integrity and the intercellular space characteristics. In the
presence of a structural alteration of the nervous fibre tract, the anisotropic value reduces.
Anisotropy is reduced in cerebral lesions due to the loss of structural organisation. The
measurement of FA allows prediction of histological characteristics such as cellularity,
vascularity, or fibre structure. This technique is useful to differentiate normal white matter
from edematous brain tissue and occult white matter invasion around the enhancing portion
of the tumor.
DTI may help to determine the white matter fibre displacement by tumor. This technique, in
combination with functional neuro-imaging methods, permits to map the individual anatomo-
functional connectivity and represents a useful tool for surgical planning [16-18].
PET is currently the most powerful method of molecular imaging, as it has been emphasized
in a recent review [19] (Figure 8). Depending on the radiotracer, various molecular processes
can be visualized by PET, most of them relating to an increased cell proliferation within
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gliomas. Radiolabeled 2-[18F]fluoro-2-deoxy-D-glucose ([18F]FDG), methyl-[11C]-L-methio‐
nine ([11C]MET) and 3-deoxy-3-[18F]fluoro-L-thymidine ([18F]FLT) are taken up by prolifer‐
ating gliomas depending on their tumor grade as the consequence of an increased activity of
membrane transporters for glucose ([18F]FDG), amino acids ([11C]MET), and nucleosides
([18F]FLT) as well as increased expression of cellular hexokinase ([18F]FDG) and thymidine
kinase ([18F]FLT) genes, which specifically phosphorylate [18F]FDG and [18F]FLT, respec‐
tively [20]. Imaging of brain tumors with [18F]FDG was the first oncologic application of PET.
[18F]FDG is actively transported across the blood-brain barrier (BBB) into the brain where it
is phosphorylated and trapped into cells. Since 1982 [5,21], PET with [18F]FDG has been
accepted and widely used in the grading of brain tumors; its uptake is generally high in high-
grade tumors and it has a good prognostic value, because increased intra-tumoral glucose
consumption correlates with tumor grade [22], biological aggressiveness and survival of
patients in both primary and recurrent gliomas. Pathology and survival can be predicted by
[18F]FDG-PET in gliomas [6]. In addition, a tumor-to-white matter ratio and tumor-to-gray
matter ratio were found to increase the sensitivity of the grading evaluation [22]. Since intra-
tumor heterogeneity of brain tumors is not adequately revealed in conventional MRI, because
evaluation of the contrast enhancing lesion can either under-or overestimate the presence of
active tumor, MRSI and PET are requested to gain additional information on metabolic and
molecular tumor markers. In a tumor, the grading can be heterogenous with low-and high-
grade areas, as it happens frequently in GBM. This may affect the choice of the site for
stereotactic biopsy, which must direct towards tumor sites with the highest tumor grade.
Therefore, suitable targets for biopsy will have positive contrast enhancement on T1-weighted
MRI, a high choline-peak on MRSI and hypermetabolism on [18F]FDG-PET, the uptake of
which is much higher in high-grade component of tumors. As a matter of fact, the [18F]FDG-
PET improved the diagnostic yield of stereotactic biopsies by detecting metabolically active
areas of tumor [23].
However, [18F]FDG-PET can have some diagnostic limitations, because of the high rate of
physiologic glucose metabolism in normal brain tissue. In the brain cortex it is particularly
high [24,25], so when a hypermetabolic lesion is close to the cortex or the subcortical white
matter, the distinction of the tumor from the normal tissue may be difficult [22]. Moreover, it
must be taken into account that [18F]FDG accumulation can be non-specific, because it is also
observed in inflammatory or granulation tissues [26]. A later PET image acquisition [27] and
a co-registration of PET images with MR images greatly improves the performance of
[18F]FDG-PET [28]. Technologic advances have allowed to merge PET and MR images,
combining the high resolution of MR imaging with the low-resolution functional capability of
PET [23], defined as a reduction of intracellular oxygen pressure (pO2), because of decreased
supply and of increased demand for oxygen. It predicts poor treatment response of malignant
tumors. Two different forms of tumor hypoxia are recognized. Diffusion-limited chronic
hypoxia may develop as a result of increased intercapillary distances, and acute hypoxia can
result from occlusion of large tumor vessels [29]. Both forms of hypoxia have several implica‐
tions for the further evolution of tumors (induction of signaling cascades that promote
angiogenesis, growth, and cell migration) [30]. Tumor hypoxia may also lead to necrosis, which
is mandatory to establish the diagnosis of GBM. The ([18F]Fluoromisonidazole) ([18F]FMI‐
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SO) is a nitroimidazole derivative, a PET agent used for hypoxia detection. [18F]FMISO-PET
can image tumor hypoxia by increased [18F]FMISO tumor uptake, because [18F]FMISO
metabolites are trapped exclusively in hypoxic cells. It accumulates in both hypo-and hyper-
perfused tumor regions, suggesting that hypoxia in GBM may develop irrespective of the
magnitude of perfusion [31].
3. Biological significance of MRI variables in GBM
Basically, three conditions can be detected with anatomy-based MRI: iso-hypo-intensity in TC1
(tumor, edema), hyper-intensity in TC2 (edema) and contrast enhancement (malignancy). The
contrast enhancing regions (CERs) of untreated GBM correspond to the most histologically
malignant areas of the tumor with architectural disruption, high cell density, proliferation,
vessel density and angiogenesis with circumscribed necroses. Many other properties are
revealed by physiology-based MRI. In CERs, in comparison with non-enhancing regions
(NERs), physiologic MRI variables show higher values of rT1C, relative fast spin echo (rFSE),
rCBV, relative peak height (rPH) and relative recovery factor (rRF), whereas rADC, relative
fractional anisotropy (rFA) and fluid attenuated inversion recovery (rFLAIR) do not differ
from NERs. All these observations have been shown and confirmed in recent studies of many
cases of GBM planning pre-operatively tissue sampling sites and marking them on the
anatomic images used by the surgical navigation work station. A comparison between MRI
variables and histology of the samples corresponding to the MRI regions of interest (ROIs) in
Figure 8. Female 22-year-old affected by GBM. Maximum intensity projection (MIP) fusion PET/3D spgr MRI image
showing extensive lesion involving the right parietal-temporal lobe with heterogeneous increased [18F]FDG uptake,
due to the lesion heterogeneity: high-grade component presenting elevated [18F]FDG activity with standardized up‐
take value (SUV)max=17 (yellow arrow), intermediate-grade component presenting SUVmax=12 (white arrow), low-grade
component SUVmax=4 (red arrow).
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CERs and NERs has been made [32,33]. A correlation of histopathologic features and DWI and
DSC variables prevailed in enhancing areas and rCBV and Cho/NAA index (CNI) above and
rADC below a certain value could indicate the occurrence of tumor cells. Neoangiogenesis
could be recognized and distinguished from simple endothelial hyperplasia, even though the
permeability of the region is limited. Interestingly, also T2 rFSE and rFLAIR hyperintensity
areas could show histopathologic features of malignancy. On the whole, it was demonstrated
by gene microarray that the genetic expression patterns between CERs and NERs were
different, with genes associated with mitosis, angiogenesis and apoptosis clustered in CER
surgical samples [32].
The values of MRSI variables such as Cho/Cr and Cho/NAA showed a parallel variation as
those of DWI and PWI. In spite of the possibility of a misregistration between biopsy sites and
MRI uploaded to the neuronavigation device if a brain shift occurs, GBM histologic features
could be usefully identified by physiology-based MRI [33].
Using the same technique, i.e. combining physiology-based MRI, MRSI and [18F]FDG-PET
imaging with neuronavigation work station in a series of gliomas, mainly GBMs, we observed
that the values of rCBV, ADC, Cho/Cr, CNI were useful for recognizing tumor areas and their
phenotypic variations, as for both the number of cells and vascular pathologic structures
(Figures 6,7). A possible source of error was the mismatch between the MRI registration and
the sampling by the navigator, so that a dissociation between the variable values of the ROIs
and histopathology occurred. For example, a ROI on central necrosis could erroneously
correspond to a high rCBV value and histologically to the occurrence of tumor tissue in the
sample. However, this was a rare event and it did not prevent from recognizing the biological
significance of the imaging values contained in the ROIs, also by extrapolation among all the
samples.
Malignant gliomas are hypermetabolic in comparison with normal brain. The glycolytic
metabolism is increased as well as protein and membrane synthesis to maintain the rapidly
dividing tumor cells. MRSI in spite of an intra-or inter-subject variability can identify the
tumor. There are two patterns clearly distinct: one is that corresponding to the ROIs on necrotic
regions and the other that on the enhancing ring. In the first one, two patterns have been in
turn described: “necrosis” and “cystic necrosis” with variable Ch and high LL peak and with
no peaks and variable LL, respectively. The ROIs on the ring show a high Cho and Cho/NAA
ratio, whereas very variable are those on regions around the ring [34]. In our series Cho, Cho/
Cr and Cho/NAA values were constantly high in CERs in comparison with NERs.
Fusing  MRI  and  [11C]MET-PET it  was  shown that  the  volume of  the  radio-compound
uptake is greater than that of gadolinium enhancement on T1, even though smaller than
T2 volume; it extends beyond in most cases [35,36] correlating with the proliferation markers
[37,38], increased Cho/NAA and DTI abnormalities in the white matter [28,39]. However,
there could be an underestimation of the tumor extension, because infiltrating cells do not
proliferate [3,40].
The number of genetic alterations decreased from the most malignant areas of the tumor to
the peripheral areas, correlating fairly well with the MRI variable values and indicating the
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occurrence or not of tumor cells. In particular, Epidermal Growth Factor Receptor (EGFR)
amplification, the occurrence of EGFRvIII and Tumor Protein p53 (TP53) mutations were more
frequent in CERs than in NERs, corresponding to a malignant histology. The genetic variability
in the different samples was interpreted as due to polyclonality and not only to a genetic
heterogeneity supported by the occurrence in the same tumor of different non-tumor cells of
various species. Polyclonality means cell complexity, formed by tumor cells that differ among
themselves for a series of phenotypic and molecular characteristics of cell proliferation,
invasion, etc. [41,42]. This observation can be a warning against the use of small tumor samples
to characterize the genotype of the entire tumor. Heterogeneity has been explained either by
the hierarchic model mechanism [43] or by the stochastic mechanism [44] of tumor develop‐
ment. The two models, however, cannot be mutually exclusive, because their cells should
derive from a common ancestor [45]. As for EGFR amplification, the possibility that its
variation could depend on an asymmetrical distribution during mitoses must be mentioned
[46,47], even if it is already included in the clone formation. The neurosphere assay produces
neurospheres (NS), characterized by stemness antigens (Figure 9A,C,E), and adherent cells
(AC), characterized by differentiation antigens (Figure 9B,D,F).
However, their phenotype is not the same in the different tumor sites, differing for the quota
of the two types of antigens. There must be a different capacity of the tumor areas to host or
to generate GSCs and this is in line with the concept that a GSCs hierarchy exists for their
potential [48-52]. GSCs have been interpreted as the top of a hierarchy of tumor cells for
stemness and, therefore, for self-renewing, clonogenicity, etc. They occur in tumor niches and
are under the control of microenviroments with their intrinsic and extrinsic signaling [53,54].
The niches can be perivascular or perinecrotic [53] and for a series of observations and
considerations they must develop in the most malignant sites of the tumor [51,55]. Stemness
and differentiation are the opposite poles of a spectrum in which a hierarchy exists of GSCs as
for their potential [48-52]. Going from areas of the highest malignancy, such those of CERs, to
differentiated ones, the stem-cell potential decreases [55]. In this way the distribution of GCS
in GBM could be explained. The NS and AC degree of differentiation or stemness, demon‐
strated by the relevant antigens, represents an interesting subject of study that has been
pursued by us by confocal microscopy (unpublished data).
Confocal microscopy is an advanced technique of optical imaging used to obtain high
resolution images [56,57]. In tissue and cells derived from GBM, it is possible to distinguish
the emission signal of different markers and to perform study of both co-localization and
quantification of the luminous signal related to the protein marker expression. The cellular
heterogeneity is a hallmark of GBM. Using differentiation and stemness markers it is possible
to identify hypothetical immature or dedifferentiated elements in the whole tumor cell
population, as well as in NS or AC by the neurosphere assay. Confocal images of glioma cells
by double immunofluorescence allow to distinguish the expression pattern of the markers
above mentioned. Their expression levels, related to the intensity of the emitted signal, show
variable Nestin and glial fibrillary acidic protein (GFAP) positivity, depending on the tumor
site. The method has a paramount importance in the study of the spectrum from stemness to
differentiation.
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4. The tissue around the tumor — Cell invasion and edema
Beside resistance to chemo-and radiotherapy, the failure of a local control of GBM by therapies
is due to the modalities of tumor cell invasion into the brain. Surgical resection cannot prevent
recurrence because of the occurrence of infiltrating cells; recurrence usually starts from the
resection margin. The target volume for radiotherapy, therefore, conventionally includes the
tissue within 2 cm from the MRI border of the tumor. This is for sparing normal nervous tissue
from irradiation damage, but also for including in it infiltrating cells. Nevertheless, 80% of
Figure 9. Immunofluorescence (IF) for stemness antigens in NS. A – Nestin, 200x; C – CD133, 200x; E – Musashi1, 200x.
IF for differentiation antigens in AC. B – GFAP, 400x; D – GalC, 400x; F – β-III Tubulin, 400x. Nuclei are counterstained
with DAPI.
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tumors relapses within 2-cm margin around the enhanced region [58]; another adverse
characteristic of infiltrating cells is that they do not proliferate [3,40], escaping thus detection
and being less sensitive to treatments.
Tumor invasion is not uniform along its borders. It can be non-existent where the tumor
sharply abuts against the normal nervous tissue (Figure 10A), as it may happen with the white
matter, or it gradually progresses from the tumor outwards (Figure 10B). Typical is the
invasion of the cortex from a tumor located in the white matter, even with the typical picture
of perineuronal satellitosis (Figure 10C). The different invasion modalities have been codified
[59] and a distinction between diffuse and local tumors has even been proposed [60], but it
was not confirmed by the observation of substantially different outcomes.
Figure 10. A – Sharp tumor border. Ki-67/MIB.1, DAB, 100x; B – Invasion gradient toward the cortex. H&E, 100x; C –
Perineuronal satellitosis. H&E, 400x; D – Infiltration along corpus callosum. H&E, 200x.
Letting aside the mechanisms of tumor cell migration and invasion of which there is today a
good knowledge [61-63], some information about neuropathologic findings on peritumor
tissue are relevant. First of all, it has been demonstrated that patients with absence of tumor
cells in the adjacent normal nervous tissue had better survival than those with tumor cells [64].
This is not in contrast with the observation that the removal of edematous peritumor tissue
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does not improve the outcome of operated patients [65]. In this regard, residual cells after
surgery have been interpretated as distinct from the cells found in routinely resected GBM
tissue, as if they would represent a distinct, malignant GBM subentity [66]. A second important
point is how to recognize invading cells. Beside nuclear abnormalities, there are only the counts
of cells, as will be said. Nestin expression [67] and mainly Isocitrate Dehydrogenase isoforms
1 and 2 (IDH1/2) mutations [68] have been proposed, but it must be taken into account that
primary GBM cells are IDH1/2 wild-type.
Cell infiltration, as it is usually seen in histological sections of tumor surgically removed, can
be very mild and not easily recognizable without cell counts or decidedly evident (Figure
11A,B). Its aspects largely depend on the various modalities of GBM spreading and three main
possibilities are recognized [69]: the distant spreading through corpus callosum (Figure
10D), septum pellucidum, etc., the sub-pial invasion (Figure 11C) and the invasion of the cortex
from the white matter where the tumor is located (Figures 11C). Also sub-arachnoidal seeding
is frequent [70,71], sometimes as small clusters of tumor cells, visible at naked eyes from which
tumor cells go down along penetrating vessels to invade the cortex (Figure 11D). It is very
important to remark that invading cells do not proliferate, as it has been demonstrated in
vitro [72,73] and in vivo [3,41,74]. Two other cell types can be found in peritumor tissue:
macrophages/microglia and reactive astrocytes, both in edematous and non-edematous tissue.
The former, independently of their influence on immunoregulation and tumor growth [61],
are abundant in both tumor and peritumor tissue [75]; it has been calculated that up to one
third of cells in glioma biopsies are represented by macrophages [75,76] (Figure 12B,C).
Incidentally, a positive or negative relationship between microglia/macrophages and TICs is
today discussed [77]. The same can be said for the possibility that microglia can be exploited
in tumor therapy. It remains today “in its infancy” [78] as it happens for the possibility to
inhibit microglia/macrophages in order to prevent their promotion of tumor progression [79].
Reactive astrocytes can be sometimes confused with tumor cells, mainly because their
phenotype changes over time until complete maturation (Figure 12A). There are analogies
between glial reaction and physiological maturation of astrocytes during embryogenesis. In
initial phases, the fine processes originate directly from the cell soma and then from the thick
and long processes [80]. Nestin and Vimentin would be the main intermediate filaments of
immature astrocytes, whereas GFAP of the mature ones [81,82].
It is long debated whether infiltrated tissue can be recognized by MRI, not only when adjacent
to tumor, but also at a distance. It has been observed, for example, that low-grade gliomas,
which preferentially locate in the insula and the supplementary motor area, spread along
distinct sub-cortical fasciculi [83]. Analyzing different peritumor areas with different MRI
methods, it has been shown that FA and not apparent diffusion coefficient can be used to
evaluate glioma cell invasion. An attempt to classify different peritumoral tissues by a voxel-
wise analytical solution using serial diffusion MRI has been made [84].
Peritumoral reactive gliosis has a particular importance because of three main characteristics:
reactive astrocytes divide by mitosis as tumor cells; they progressively lose Nestin and they
increase GFAP expression as during development, and they may exert regionally a series of
metabolic and molecular influences [61]. The most important point is that reactive astrocytes
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may be included in the advancing tumor in which they progressively become no more
recognizable from tumor cells. The question is whether they disappear suffocated by the high
density of tumor cells or if they remain, unrecognizable from tumor cells, contributing to the
pleomorphic aspect of gliomas, or if they are transformed into tumor cells [85].
Practically, two important points are that the tumor extends beyond the area of enhancement
and that tumor cells can be found in peritumor edema [86]. In 20% of stereotactic biopsies
tumor cells have been found in normal areas [87]. With the MRI era, detection of tumor
infiltrating cells did not improve and it was shown that they can occur either in the T2-
hyperintense areas or beyond them [88] or even in areas apparently normal in T1 or edematous
in T2.
GBM spreads frequently along white matter tracts and their disruption can be detected by DTI.
Observations have been made, but without any histological control. For example, infiltrated
white matter shows a decrease of FA and an increase of ADC as when it is edematous.
Displacement of white matter tracts with decreased FA can be recognized [89]. Many studies
have been dedicated to FA reduction, but it did not appear to be sensitive enough to detect
Figure 11. A – Mild infiltration. H&E, 200x; B – Strong infiltration. H&E, 200x; C – Sub-pial infiltration and growth. H&E,
100x; D – Infiltration along penetrating vessels from a tumor seeding in sub-arachnoidal space. PCNA, DAB, 100x.
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infiltration [90]. The problem has not yet been resolved and it is still under discussion, because
new techniques have been proposed [91,92], even though ADC values, lower in the tumor than
in peritumor tissue, were not interpreted by others as significant [93]. Nevertheless, DTI is
going to be accepted in the evaluation of tumor margins and invasiveness [94].
Figure 12. A – Reactive astrocytes at regular inter-distance. GFAP; B – Macrophages/microglia in the tumor. CD68; C –
id. in peritumor area. CD68. All DAB, 200x.
Edema on T2-weighted imaging may have a high Cho/NAA ratio as in tumors [95] and this
would indicate the occurrence of tumor cell infiltration [96] (Figure 13). It can be demonstrated
by Aquaporin-4 antibody method (Figure 14A), but in the tissue this is not suitable for
quantitative assessments. However, the real problem is how to detect mild infiltration, either
alone or with edema. Some observations were supported by histological examination of
peritumor edematous areas with or without cell infiltration. Three spectral patterns in peri-
enhancing apparently edematous ROIs have been described: high Cho and abnormal
Cho/NAA ratio in presumed tumor areas, normal Cho/NAA ratio in presumed edematous
areas and Cho levels similar to normal, but with abnormal Cho/NAA ratio in tumor edema.
In ROIs on peri-enhancing normal tissue, the patterns therefore could be: presumed infiltration
with high Cho and abnormal Cho/NAA ratio and presumed normality with normal values.
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These findings are in agreement with those indicating that tumor cells could be detected
beyond the margin of the tumor by MRSI [97] and this has been substantiated by histopathol‐
ogy studies [88,96].
Figure 13. Axial contrast enhanced T1-weighted image, T2-weighted image, ADC and rCBV maps showing a lesion in
the left frontal lobe with heterogeneous signal and diffusion properties, peripheral and irregular contrast enhance‐
ment. Perfusion is increased in the peripheral portion of the lesion.
Figure 14. A – Aquaporin-4 in a peritumor area with astrocyte and vessel positive staining. DAB, 200x; B – Aspect of a
gemistocytic astrocytoma found in a T2 hyper-intense area. H&E, 200x.
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The overlapping of tumor cell infiltration and edema remains a major problem in the brain
adjacent to tumor (BAT), because of the difficulty of their distinction [98,99], even though
somebody supports that white matter fibre tract infiltration can be recognized [97]. In exper‐
imental tumors transplanted into mice, it has been observed by superimposing immunohis‐
tochemistry to MRI that in edema districts around the tumor, reactive astrocytes and activated
microglia increased Aquaporin-4 expression and invasive tumor cells coexist [100]. Aquapor‐
in-4 has been observed to correlate in peritumor tissue with edema and in the tumor with
Hypoxia-Inducible Factor-1 (HIF-1), Vascular Endothelial Growth Factor (VEGF) and the
grade of malignancy [101], whereas NAA seemed to be more suitable to detect low tumor
infiltration in peritumor edema [102]. Of course, in the latter a damage to myelin sheaths takes
place and it is detectable by MRSI [103].
In the recognition of tumor cell infiltration in edematous areas by MRI, histological examina‐
tion of the surgical samples corresponding to the ROIs on rFSE or rFLAIR areas, is of great
importance, in spite of the demonstration that removing T2 hyperintense non-enhancing areas
and areas possibly containing ITCs, survival did not change [65]. It must be known that a T2
hyper-intense area may well correspond to a tumor (Figure 14B). A distinction would be
possible, provided that there is no mismatch between the ROIs and sample removal. Usually,
the cells composing edematous areas can be: tumor, normal or endothelial cells, macrophages
or inflammatory cells and mainly reactive astrocytes. In our experience, the cell count is of
paramount importance, especially when the number of non-tumor cells largely exceeds that
of tumor cells, including in the former reactive astrocytes, microglia and endothelial cells. By
comparing the number of cells in H&E stained sections and of GFAP+and CD68+cells with
MRI variables, it has been found that normal cells, reactive astrocytes and microglia cells
represent a rather stable quota of cells, so that variations of the total number of cells of a given
area could be attributed to tumor cells. Reactive astrocytes, once no more proliferating, become
fibrillogenetic and mature; usually, they do not exceed a certain number per field (Figure
12A). Therefore, they may influence the total number of cells only when tumor cell infiltration
is mild. When the number of infiltrating cells is high, the astrocytic quota becomes insignificant.
The same can be said for microglia/macrophages. Inside the tumor these cells are often found
in perivascular or perinecrotic masses, but in peritumor tissue they are more regularly
distributed and they too do not exceed a certain number per field (Figure 12B,C). CBV or Cho/
NAA values will be influenced by macrophages/microglia only when the total number of cells
is very low, i.e. when tumor cell infiltration will be really mild, below a certain percentage of
the total number of cells, taking into account that the number of reactive astrocytes plus that
of microglia/macrophages usually corresponds to the half of that of normal cells (unpublished
data).
ITCs can be detected only after a systemic study of the brain at autopsy, as in the whole
mounting preparation technique (Figure 15); they cannot be detected in surgical material
because this usually cannot include them [4]. ITCs remain as a sword of Damocles in regard
to tumor recurrence.
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Figure 15. Isolate tumor cells in a white matter bundle. PCNA, DAB, 400x.
5. GSCs in the tumor: Target of therapies?
In the last decades, the aphorism is that the eradication of the tumor cannot be obtained by
directing chemo-and radiotherapies to the entire tumor mass, composed of non-proliferating,
differentiated and insensitive cells; on the contrary, such therapies would be successful if
addressed to the cells responsible for growth, recurrence and resistance, i.e. GSCs. Therefore,
the question is whether these cells can be in vivo detected by neuro-imaging and where are
they located or generated in the tumor. To answer this question, a short discussion on the origin
and nature of GSCs is necessary.
The hypothesis of GSCs is based on the concept that a rare subset of cells within GBM may
have significant expansion capacity and the ability to generate new tumors. The remainder of
tumor cells, which predominantly make up GBM, may represent partially differentiated cells
with limited progenitor capacity or terminally differentiated cells that cannot form new
tumors. Following the model of glioma origin from sub-ventricular zone (SVZ) after nitro‐
sourea derivatives [104], the most important hypothesis on gliomagenesis is today that GSCs
derive by the transformation of Normal Stem Cells (NSCs) or progenitors, i.e. from B or C cells
of the SVZ niche [105]. There is a great similarity between SVZ NSCs or progenitors and TICs
and malignant gliomas most probably originate from the SVZ [106,107]. The concept is
supported by the observation that GBM is almost always in contact with lateral ventricles [108].
This hypothesis cannot be applied to benign gliomas that should derive from mature glia.
According to other hypotheses, also GBMs could derive from mature glial cells by acquiring
stemness properties through a dedifferentiation process [109] or from stem cells of the white
matter, NG2 cells. This origin would fit better with tumors far from the ventricles or with
secondary GBM [110]. Also reactive astrocytes can be candidate for glioma origin [111,112],
considering that they can acquire a stem-like phenotype [113].
GSCs develop in niches that can be perivascular or perinecrotic [114]. In perivascular niches
there is a close contact between endothelial cells and Nestin+and CD133+cells [115]; the former
would favor the self-renewal of the latter, mainly by Notch, and the opposite would happen
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for angiogenesis through VEGF and hypoxia/HIF-1 [115-120]. In perinecrotic niches, GSCs are
generated by hypoxia through HIF-1. Really, in the niches there can be a complicated rela‐
tionship among different cell types, such as macrophages, pericytes, astrocytes, etc. with a
multiple signalling [54,121,122]. In our experience, perinecrotic GSCs could be the remnants
of GSCs that populated hyper-proliferating areas before the development of circumscribed
necroses within them; this would take place because of the imbalance between the high
proliferation capacity of tumor cells and the low one of endothelial cells [2,123]. GSCs, either
as NS or AC, are heterogeneous as for stemness properties, clonogenicity and tumorigenicity
and they have been regarded as at the top of a cell hierarchy for some molecular signs [49,50].
Stemness among tumor cells could be distributed in a spectrum with a crescendo from quiescent
highly differentiated cells, where it is nil, to those in which it reaches the highest degree of
expression. Stemness would be regulated by the microenvironment [53] and it could be the
feature of a functional status rather than of a subset of cells [124,125]. As it is lost during
differentiation of normal cytogenesis beyond the stage of progenitors, in the opposite way it
is gained by dedifferentiating tumor cells when they reach the stage of progenitors.
The heterogeneity of GBM, before discussed, conditions different genetic assets of the cells in
the different clones; going from the samples of the most malignant areas of the tumor to those
of tumor periphery, the potential of generating NS or AC decreases. The conclusion is that
stem cells are kept as such by microenvironments and these are realized in the most malignant
sites of the tumor [51,55].
6. Location of GSCs in the tumor and their detection by neuro-imaging
If GSCs were considered as a subset of special cells, they should be located somewhere in
the tumor and therefore their search in vivo could be justified. According to the hypothe‐
sis that they represent a functional status, they should appear in the tumor when and where,
as  the  consequence  of  the  transformation  process,  tumor  cells  reach  the  threshold  of
stemness. In some experience, NS would be generated from whatever part of GBM [126],
whereas in some other experiences [48],  different  subsets  of  GSCs arise from regions of
GBM  with  different  malignancy  potential,  showing  different  tumorigenic  potential  and
genetic  abnormalities,  even though originating from the  same ancestor  cell.  Since  GSCs
reside in niches, their distribution in the tumor should follow that of niches which in turn
with their microenvironments develop where malignancy occurs [52]. On the other hand,
it has been observed that GSCs occur in the hypoxic area between the central necrosis and
the proliferating zone of GBM [127].
Until today, the only mean to detect GSCs is to apply the neurosphere assay to the surgical
samples removed from different parts of the tumor. Their recognition can be therefore achieved
only after surgery. It would be highly useful to know in advance where in tumor GSCs are
located or generated in order to try to annihilate them without surgery and to cure the patient.
Can they be detected by MRI or other procedures in vivo?
Animal in vivo imaging techniques have been applied to some stem cell populations – hema‐
topoietic and leukemic stem cells – but the application to solid tissues has been limited [41].
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Using intravital microscopy, labelled GSCs could be followed in their propagation and
responsibility in producing glioma heterogeneity [41], but data are not available by MRI
techniques. Bone marrow-derived endothelial precursors, labelled by super-paramagnetic
iron oxide nanoparticles, could be demonstrated in glioma-bearing immunodeficient SCID
mice by MRI [128], but no similar procedure has been adopted for GSCs. The only possibility
is to use the spatial relationship between MRI variables and tumor phenotypes [33] including
into the phenotype the expression of GSC stemness status.
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